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Dakota Resources:
The Richard F. Pettigrew Papers

GARY D. OLSON

The name of Richard F. Pettigrew is familiar to all serious students of the early history of South Dakota. Pettigrew came to the
Dakota frontier in 1869, a penniless college student out on a summer job, and stayed on to seize the opportunities open to those
with energy, audacity, and vision. His efforts produced impressive success. He built a personal economic empire that made him
a wealthy man and carved out a political career that was climaxed
by his becoming one of the first United States senators from the
new state of South Dakota in 1889. Then, when he seemed to have
everything, Pettigrew, like countless others, was laid low by the
Panic of 1893 and the subsequent severe depression. His economic empire collapsed as investment money disappeared, and in
1896, he bet on the Populists as the wave of the future and lost his
political power as well. He left the Senate in 1901, a poor and bitter man who gradually drifted toward the radical political left. He
regained some personal wealth prior to his death in 1926, but
never again did he taste real political success.
In the last few years of his life, Pettigrew began systematically
gathering artifacts for a museum devoted to the history of the
region in which he had played such a leading part. In 1925, he
built a two-story wing on the west side of his home to display his
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growing collection, which came to include a mounted buffalo, an
authentic Indian tepee, and other items related to the history of
the area.
Upon his death on 5 October 1926, Richard Franklin Pettigrew
willed to the city of Sioux Falls his home, the museum collection
he had created, his extensive library, and his personal papers.
The provisions of his gift to the city required that his library be
cataloged and his papers organized, but this was never accomplished. Successive curators, hired by the city to operate the
museum attached to the Pettigrew house, lived with their families in the house itself, and consequently, the bulk of Pettigrew's
library and all his papers were moved to the third-floor attic.
There they remained for nearly fifty years in accommodations
neither heated in winter nor cooled in summer. In the 1930s, a fire
in the attic of the Pettigrew house destroyed some books, badly
damaged others, but apparently did not seriously affect the senator's personal papers. The spines of a few of the bound letterbooks were scorched, but there is no record of any being
destroyed.
Community interest in Pettigrew's gift focused primarily upon
the museum collection in the years subsequent to his death as evi-
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denced by the construction of an addition to the museum portion
of the building in 1934. No efforts were made to gather additional
Pettigrew papers from other sources. Indeed, few local residents
were aware of or interested in the senator's papers so casually
stored away in the attic. Thus, they remained virtually inaccessible until a WPA Federal Writers' Project team removed the
papers from storage boxes, arranged the unbound materials in
topical file folders, placed them in two steel file cabinets, and prepared a brief catalog of contents.
Since that time, researchers have consulted Pettigrew's
papers in connection with a number of topics, including antiimperialism. Populism, senatorial politics. South Dakota politics,
and the history of Sioux Falls. Pettigrew's papers have been the
primary source of information for several studies of selected
aspects of his career, including Robert 0. Parkinson, "The Early
Life of Richard F. Pettigrew" (M.A. thesis. State University of
Iowa, 1938); Alphus R. Christensen, "A Rhetorical Analysis of the
Public Speaking of Richard F. Pettigrew" (Ph.D. diss.. University
of Minnesota, 1954); and Kenneth E. Hendrickson, Jr., "The
Public Career of Richard F. Pettigrew of South Dakota,
1848-1926," a Ph.D. dissertation done at the University of
Oklahoma in 1962 and published in the 1968 volume of South
Dakota Historical Collections.
In 1971, Augustana College officially established the Center for
Western Studies as a research agency for the study of the Upper
Missouri River Basin. One of the center's first projects was to
assess the research resources available in the community of
Sioux Falls, and as a result of this survey, it became aware of the
existence and importance of Pettigrew's library and papers. Consequently, in 1973 the center cataloged the senator's library and
submitted a formal proposal to the National Historical Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC), requesting financial
assistance in microfilming the Pettigrew papers at the museum.
In the fall of 1974, the NHPRC approved this proposal, and work
on the microfilming project began the following June.
As a result of this microfilming project, the Richard F. Pettigrew Papers have been reorganized into seven series. All papers
were repaired when necessary, generally organized in chronological order, placed in archival quality folders and boxes, and accurately labeled. After spending nearly two years at the Center
for Western Studies, Pettigrew's papers are again at the Pettigrew Museum where they have a secure and well-supervised
place in a new library facility.
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Richard F. Pettigrew's papers document the fact that he possessed a spirit and intellect that remained energetic and vital
throughout his entire life. Although his public career focused
almost completely on politics and government, he also pursued a
wide variety of business interests on both the local and national
levels. His capacity for work was seemingly as boundless as his
interests, and consequently, it was not unusual for him to produce
thirty to forty letters in a single day on a variety of topics. It is,
indeed, a happy circumstance that Pettigrew was historically
minded and preserved a large portion of his correspondence and
other papers.
Unfortunately, either circumstances or Pettigrew's own inclinations prevented him from preserving copies of all the letters he
sent or received during his long public and private career.
Although he was extremely active in local and Dakota Territorial
politics during the years from 1872 to 1889 and in state and national politics in the years between 1901 and his death in 1926, it
is evident that only a small fraction of his correspondence has survived for those years. Moreover, for some reason, what has survived for those nonsenatorial periods is unevenly distributed
among the various years. For a few years, like 1901 and 1902, it
appears that almost his entire correspondence is intact, while for
some, like 1909, there is nothing at all.
Happily, and perhaps understandably, the largest volume of
Pettigrew's papers exists for the period of his two terms in the
United States Senate from 1889 to 1901. During these years,
when he had consistent secretarial assistance, he kept copies in
letterpress copybooks of virtually every letter he wrote. It is obvious, however, that we have only a very small part of the correspondence he received during those years. His letterpress copybooks contain approximately thirty thousand pages of correspondence for the period 1889 to 1904, while his flle of letters received for the same period contains fewer than twenty-five hundred pages of material.
No one knows why Pettigrew saved or did not save what he
did. During his early career, it is probable that he did not have
clerical help and thus did not develop an offlce filing system that
would have preserved his business and political correspondence.
He did not have an established home until he married in 1879, and
even then he was almost constantly on the move. He was a regular commuter on railroads leading eastward to Chicago, Washington, D.C, and New York where he resided for extended periods
while seeking to interest investors in Sioux Falls industrial proj-
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ects, serving as territorial delegate and United States senator,
promoting western mining investments, and taking an active
part in national political events. Consequently, he often lived for
weeks and months in hotels, which lessened the likelihood of his
preserving copies of his correspondence. Pettigrew also traveled
widely outside the country, and he apparently preserved none of
the correspondence he may have sent or received while on such
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trips. Finally, it may be true that Pettigrew intentionally disposed of certain of his papers. It is a curious fact, for instance,
that practically no correspondence with any members of his immediate family has survived.
It must be remembered, of course, that Pettigrew's papers include a great deal more than simply correspondence. He kept extensive scrapbooks of newspaper clippings concerning his public
career as territorial delegate and United States senator and
saved copies of many of his speeches, essays, and other documents relating to his political and business activities. After leaving the Senate, Pettigrew continued his efforts to influence
decision-making on local, state, and national levels through his
writings. Consequently, he wrote a large number of essays on
various issues of interest to him and printed them in pamphlet
form for distribution. In the preparation of his many essays as
well as his two books (Course of Empire [1920] and Imperial
Washington [1922]), Pettigrew gathered a large amount of
material, relating to a wide variety of topics, consisting of such
things as newspaper clippings, magazine articles, government
publications, pamphlets, and so on. For the most part, these
materials, which might be described as Pettigrew's research
notes, have not been included in the microfilm publication.
The microfilm edition of the Richard F. Pettigrew Papers consists of thirty-eight reels of 35mm microfilm and a printed guide.
The guide includes a chronology of Pettigrew's life, a compact
biographical sketch, a description of the seven series or divisions
of the papers, and more detailed descriptions of the topics and
principal correspondents of each reel of film. Copies of the microfilm edition of the Pettigrew papers are available through the
Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, Sioux Falls, SD
57197. The guide may be purchased separately for those who
wish to use the papers via inter-library loan. A microfilm copy of
the Pettigrew papers is available to scholars at the Center for
Western Studies on the Augustana College campus during regular weekday hours, while the original papers may be consulted at
the Pettigrew Museum, 131 North Duluth, Sioux Falls, SD 57104.
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